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ABSTRACT 

This policy brief discusses students with attention 
deficit hyper ac t ivi ty disorder (ADHD) and their school performance. 
Reasons are presented to explain why children with ADHD fail. The 
three main charac ter is ti cs of ADHD (inattention, impulsivity, and 
hyperac t i vi ty) and their interference with academic performance are 
discussed. The brief describes the problems with traditional 
classroom practices that make schooling an ordeal for many children 
with ADHD, including school demands for self-control and 
self-direction. The belief that many school problems experienced by 
children with ADHD do not result solely from biological factors but 
from a mismatch between the child and the environment is reviewed. 

The report evaluates schools' responses to academic failure and 
school-child relationships . A multimodal treatment for ADHD is 
recommended that includes a combination of academic, behavior, and 
medical interventions to help children succeed. The brief describes 
the necessity of the participation of parents, heal th-care 
professionals, and school personnel for effective treatment. Types of 
intervent i ons are explained, including: specific, individual 
accommodations; behavior management techniques; modification of test 
delivery; homework tailoring; reduction of class size; and 
comprehensive changes in the school environment. Questions for 
policymakers and educators to ask when evaluating an education 
program are provided. (Contains 43 references.) (CR) 
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ADHD — ^Building 
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J f human potential were 
determined at birth, we 
would have little need for 
BHI schools. However, we 
know that environment plays a 
powerful role in individual 
growth. We create schools to de- 
velop that potential and broaden 
opportunity. Yet many children 
labeled at-risk — including those 
disabled by Attention-Deficit/ 
Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) 
— fail to thrive, or even survive, 
in current school environments. 

As schools attempt to help all 
students meet new goals for learn- 
ing set by state and national stan- 
dards, education policymakers, 
administrators, and teachers must 
determine how to create learning 
environments that nurture those 
students who fail to learn in tra- 
ditional school settings. This brief 
will examine how the mismatch 
between school environments 
and children with ADHD contrib- 
utes to school failure, and will 
review suggested changes in 
policy and practice that can help 



schools become places of growth 
and development for all students, 
including those with ADHD. 

❖ 

ADHD AND School 
Failure 

For children with ADHD, 
"school too often starts with fail- 
ure . . . and goes downhill from 
there."* With failure rates double 
to triple those of other children, 
about 50 percent repeat a grade 
by adolescence.^ Thirty-five per- 
cent eventually drop out of school 
and only 5 percent complete col- 
lege.^ One study found that, by 
age eleven, 80 percent were at 
least two years behind in read- 
ing, writing, spelling, and math.^ 
Even children \yith normal to su- 
perior intelligence show "chronic 
and severe underachievement."® 

Unusually high suspension 
and expulsion rates further com- 
promise school achievement and 
completion. A long-term study 
found that 46 percent of children 
with ADHD had been suspended 
and 11 percent had been ex- 
pelled.* Taken together, expul- 
sion and dropout rates approach 
50 percent — an alarming statis- 
tic, since children with ADHD 
compose up to seven percent of 
the population.^ 



The three main characteristics 
of ADHD — inattention, impulsiv- 
ity, and hyperactivity — can inter- 
fere with academic performance. 
Children with ADHD pay atten- 
tion to what is novel or stimulat- 
ing and may have trouble 
focusing on important informa- 
tion rather than on extraneous 
details or background noise. They 
may be unable to sustain atten- 
tion, especially during repetitious, 
rote, or prolonged tasks, or in situ- 
ations of decreasing novelty. 
Hyperactivity — motor and ver- 
bal — will probably be seen as mis- 
behavior when children are 
expected to sit quietly. Finally, 
impulsivity causes difficulty in 
any task requiring a delay: rais- 
ing hands to answer questions, 
reading or listening to directions, 
asking questions to clarify infor- 
mation, planning, and organiz- 
ing.® 

Deficiencies in executive brain 
functions tied to motivation, 
analysis, goal-setting, and prob- 
lem-solving can seriously impair 
academic performance among 
children with ADHD.’ In addi- 
tion, up to 50 percent of children 
with ADHD have coexisting 
learning disabilities, especially in 
spelling, reading, writing, and 
math.*®'** 



The purpose of this brief is to help policymakers understand Attention- 
Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and its effects on students. It is 
the third in a series of Policy Briefs about ADHD, a disorder characterized 
by excessive degrees of inattention, impulsivity, and hyperactivity. The 
first brief addressed the legal responsibilities of schools to serve students 
with ADHD. The second brief discussed steps to effective intervention. 
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The Mismatch of ADHD 
AND School 

Traditional classroom prac- 
tices make schooling an ordeal 
for many children with ADHD.'^ 
From kindergarten on, their bio- 
logically based inability to inhibit 
behavior and control responses'^ 
prevents them from meeting typi- 
cal school demands for self-con- 
trol and self-direction: to stay in 
their seat^ until given permission 
to get up, to raise their hands be- 
fore talking, to pay attention 
when the teacher speaks, to fol- 
low directions, to complete repeti- 
tive work within time constraints, 
and to become increasingly inde- 
pendent and organized.' 

Some observers, including 
Pelligrini and Horvat, suggest 
that many school problems ex- 
perienced by children with 
ADHD do not result solely from 
the inborn, biological factors 
that underlie the disorder, but 
from a mismatch between the 
' child and the environment 
(school).'^''^''^ '* '^'' The same ob- 
servation applies to at-risk stu- 
dents in general. Based on their 
review of the literature, Rossi 
and Montgomery believe risk is 
"best conceptualized as . . . soci- 
etal, home, or school dysfunc- 
tion rather than as qualities 
inherent in children." 

Research shows that many 
within-school variables can influ- 
ence children's behavior. For in- 
stance, attention span can be 
affected by (a) interest due to gen- 
der preference, (b) task difficulty, 
and (c) task duration— children 
pay more attention to subjects 
that interest them, their attention 
wanders if they don't understand 
the material, and their attention 
wanes overtime.'^ Challenging — 
but not frustratingly difficult or 
boring — tasks also motivate chil- 
dren to learn. 



School success or failure de- 
pends on "goodness of fit": how 
well within-child variables (such 
as biological predispositions) in- 
teract with environmental vari- 
ables (such as classroom 
expectations). In the classroom 
as in the world, "biology and en- 
vironment are interactive."'^ 
Again, the at-risk literature ech- 
oes this sentiment: "The degree 
of 'fit' between a child's abilities 
and the demands of school life, 
the extent to which there is con- 
sonance between home and 

❖ 

Worksheet- dependent 

classrooms cause 

double trouble for these 

active, social children. 

They not only ignore 

the child's learning 

styles and strengths, 

but they also label as 

misbehavior the child's 

natural tendency to 

interact with the 

environment. 

❖ 

school expectations, and the ex- 
tent to which school activities ap- 
pear rewarding influence a child's 
readiness to meet school require- 
ments."'® 

ADHD is not like strep throat, 
which one either has or doesn't 
have; instead, the severity and 
consequences of ADHD symp- 
toms relate to environmental de- 
mands on behavior. For example, 
a child with ADHD may not stand 
out at recess, but will be more 
easily spotted in situations requir- 
ing "sustained effort, inhibition, 
organization, and self-regula- 



tion." Similarly, a child may ex- 
hibit fewer symptoms in a whole 
language classroom that encour- 
ages activity and collaboration 
than in classrooms requiring long 
periods of quiet, independent seat 
work.'^ 

Worksheet-dependent class- 
rooms cause double trouble for 
these active, social children. They 
not only ignore the child's learn- 
ing styles and strengths, but they 
also label as misbehavior the 
child's natural tendency to inter- 
act with the environment. 

❖ 

Schools' Response to 
Academic Failure 

Well-meaning programs to 
help failing children often con- 
sist of trying to change the child 
to fit the school environment. 
They may pull children out of the 
classroom, apply some sort of re- 
medial strategy, then attempt to 
reinsert them successfully into the 
original situation and setting. Or 
schools retain children in a grade 
with hopes that they will catch 
up to the prescribed learning se- 
quence the next time around. 

While a few intervention pro- 
grams have demonstrated success 
(e.g., Robert Slavin's Success for 
All), many remedial strategies are 
ineffective.^' Too often, they as- 
sume that the child is the prob- 
lem. This one-sided view not only 
isolates the child from the con- 
text of the learning environment, 
but it also precludes the explora- 
tion of environment-based solu- 
tions.'^ Certainly, many frustrated 
teachers have experienced envi- 
ronmental constraints (limited 
time, lack of resources, and too 
many other students) when at- 
tempting to meet individual 
learning needs. Reeve warns, 
"unless the school environment 
is altered to make it match the 
unique constellation of needs pre- 



sented by students with AD[H]D, 
negative outcomes will con- 
tinue."* Surely, schools should 
consider both the learner and the 
learning environment when plan- 
ning intervention strategies. 

❖ 

School-Child 
Relationships: A 
Transactional Model 

A transactional model of 
school-child relationships shifts 
the main work of educators away 
from correcting deficiencies in 
special-needs and at-risk children 
to accommodating weaknesses 
while "designing instructional 
environments that match [their] 
strengths."** This model raises 
the issue of schools' readiness to 
teach children with diverse needs, 
as well as children's readiness to 
learn.*® 

A transactional, two-way 
model of school performance en- 
courages schools and families to 
meet halfway to share responsi- 
bility for children's learning. 
Through collaboration, schools, 
families, and community support 
systems can improve the fit be- 
tween children and school envi- 
ronments to increase the 
probability of success. 

A 

Multimodal Treatment: 
Sharing Responsibility 
FOR Learning 

Experts recommend multi- 
modal treatment for ADHD — a 
combination of academic, behav- 
ioral, and medical interventions 
to help children succeed at home 
and school. Multimodal treat- 
ment requires teamwork and as- 
sumes shared responsibility for 
school success. It involves a 
child's parents or caretakers, 
health-care professionals, and 



school personnel — teachers, ad- 
ministrators, special educators, 
and school psychologists — work- 
ing together to design effective 
intervention plans that address 
individual weaknesses and build 
on strengths. 

Interventions may include giv- 
ing information and training to 
parents and teachers about 
ADHD, behavior modification 
techniques, counseling, social 
skills training, medication, and 
classroom accommodations. To 
meet schools halfway, families 
can seek information, training, 
and counseling, as well as pos- 


Through collaboration, 
schools, families, and 
community support 
systems can improve 
the fit between children 
and school environ- 
ments to increase the 
probability of success. 
♦ 

sible drug therapy for the child; 
and they can communicate and 
collaborate with schools and 
teachers to support learning. To 
meet families halfway, schools 
can help provide information and 
access to school and community 
support services, communicate 
and collaborate with families, and 
make appropriate accommoda- 
tions in the school environment. 

Accommodations in the school 
environment range from specific 
plans for individual children to 
more comprehensive changes in 
school procedures, practices, and 
policies. Schools must provide 
specific accommodations to dis- 
abled individuals by law, while 
comprehensive changes in school 
environments depend on the dis- 



cretion and will of educators, ad- 
ministrators, school governance 
bodies, and policymakers. 

Specific, Individual Accom- 
modations 

Specific accommodations that 
compensate for individual weak- 
nesses can be critical to the suc- 
cess of children with ADHD and 
should be part of the child's lEP 
or 504 plan. Since no two chil- 
dren with ADHD have the same 
strengths and weaknesses, spe- 
cific accommodation plans 
should be developed for each 
child. The U.S. Department of 
Education counsels that "Plans 
should, at a minimum, identify 
students' characteristics and spe- 
cial learning needs and provide 
sound ideas for strengthening 
their academic and social perfor- 
mance."*® 

In a 1991 memorandum, the 
Department suggested some pos- 
sible modifications for children 
with ADHD in regular education 
classrooms: 

, ■ Providing a structured 
learning environment; re- 
peating and simplifying in- 
structions about in-class 
and homework assign- 
ments; supplementing ver- 
bal instructions with visual 
instructions; using behav- 
ioral management tech- 
niques; adjusting class 
schedules; modifying test 
delivery; using tape record- 
ers, computer-aided in- 
struction, and other 
audiovisual equipment; se- 
lecting modified textbooks 
or workbooks; and tailor- 
ing homework assign- 
ments. Other provisions 
range from consultation to 
special resources and may 
include reducing class size; 
use of one-on-one tutorials, 
classroom aides and note 
takers; involvement of a 



"services coordinator" to 
oversee implementation of 
special programs and ser- 
vices^ and possible modifi- 
cation of nonacademic 
times such as lunchroom, 
recess, and physical educa- 
tion.“ 

Behavior management tech- 
niques. Children with ADHD per- 
form best with clear expectations 
and immediate feedback. They 
may need extra help from behav- 
ior modification plans to meet class- 
room expectations such as 
completing work and restraining 
movement. While such plans may 
temporarily change a behavior, 
thereby improving grades — chil- 
dren complete more assignments, 
resulting in a higher average — they 
do not address learning problems. 
Modified behaviors, moreover, do 
not automatically generalize to 
other settings. Research has shown 
the following types of behavior 
modification to be effective for stu- 
dents with ADHD.“ 

• Positive reinforcement — the 
place to start when develop- 
ing plans — ranges from fre- 
quent positive feedback 
(praise) to token reward sys- 
tems, in which children can 
earn treats and privileges for 
specified behavior. 

• Behavior reduction strate- 
gies — negative feedback; 
short, immediate reprimands; 
and redirection — effectively 
reduce undesirable behaviors 
and should be used along with 
positive reinforcement. 

• Response cost, which com- 
bines positive reinforcement 
(earning tokens that can be ex- 
changed for privileges or re- 
wards) and punishment 
(deducting tokens for undesir- 
able behavior), can increase 
on-task behavior and work 
completion. 



• Correspondence training re- 
wards children for matching 
their words (intentions) to ac- 
tions: they promise to com- 
plete a task, then do it; or do 
the task, then report it.^^ 

Modifying test delivery. Chil- 
dren with ADHD may have prob- 
lems with executive function and 
written language, so they may 
better demonstrate knowledge of 
material through oral testing, per- 
formance testing, or other alter- 
native demonstrations of 
accomplishment. Students can be 

❖ 

Children with ADHD 
may benefit from 
modified or shorter 
assignments. Even 
older students may 
need help managing 
their time and keeping 
track of assignments, 
textbooks, and other 
instructional materials. 
❖ 

provided extra time to complete 
tests or quiet testing areas away 
from distractions. 

Tailoring homework. Chil- 
dren with ADHD may benefit 
from modified or shorter assign- 
ments. Even older students may 
need help managing their time 
and keeping track of assignments, 
textbooks, and other instructional 
materials. Daily assignment 
sheets that parents can monitor 
at home, subject dividers and pen- 
cil pouches for notebooks, an ex- 
tra set of textbooks to keep at 
home, and assistance planning 
and executing long-term assign- 



ments can boost homework 
completion. 

Reducing class size. Barkley^® 
recommends small classes for 
children with ADHD. He says 
that "12-15 is ideal, while 30-40 
is unmanageable." Other strate- 
gies for lowering the pupil-adult 
ratio include using classroom 
aides, team teaching with re- 
source personnel, and enlisting 
parent volunteers. 

One-on-one tutorials.. Class- 
wide peer tutoring — which pairs 
students for drill-and-practice 
activities — has been shown to be 
effective for children with ADHD. 
It provides them the immediate 
feedback they need, while reduc- 
ing demands on teachers' time.^ 

Since fostering self-esteem is 
critical to their treatment, children 
with ADHD need to develop and 
recognize their increasing aca- 
demic competence.^ The best in- 
tervention strategies maximize a 
child's success and are designed 
so that the child takes credit for 
the success.^ They also consider 
a child's individual strengths and 
weaknesses within the context of 
particular classroom situations 
and requirements. Busch offers 
sound advice: "Accommodate 

the child's difficulties . . . and 
teach to the child's strengths and 
abilities."^ 

Comprehensive Changes in 
School Environments 

A teacher who must manage a 
classroom that includes several 
children with special needs — all 
requiring individual accommoda- 
tions — takes on a tremendous 
burden. Comprehensive changes 
that make schools and classrooms 
more nurturing may eliminate the 
need for so many individual ac- 
commodations — lifting the bur- 
den from teachers while 
improving student outcomes.' 
Many current local, state, and 



national school reform efforts fo- 
cus on changes in school envi- 
ronments in order to make 
schooling a better experience for 
all children. 

Unfortunately, little research 
specific to interventions for 
ADHD exists to guide educators 
and policymakers. While the 
knowledge base is growing, a re- 
view of the literature shows "se- 
rious gaps" regarding effective 
academic strategies, and even less 
is available from the policy per- 
spective.^'^ Fortunately, the re- 
search is beginning to show that 
what is good for all students 
works with children with ADHD 
(Maurice Mclnerney, personal 
communication, January 8, 1995). 
In addition to specific research 
on ADHD, educators and 
policymakers can turn to related 
research — such as the at-risk, 
school reform, and motivation lit- 
erature — to begin the process of 
building nurturing environments. 

In their review of the litera- 
ture on at-risk students and 
school-reform efforts, Rossi and 
Montgomery report that policy- 
makers have proposed "signifi- 
cant changes in curriculum, in- 
struction, assessment, and 
organizational strategies ... to 
create a challenging, nonstigma- 
tizing learning environment that 
meets student needs."’® When 
proposing such comprehensive 
changes, policymakers should 
consider four issues to provide 
at-risk children the opportunity 
and motivation to learn: academ- 
ic success; relevance of the school 
program; positive, supportive re- 
lationships with teachers at 
school; and supportive conditions 
beyond school.^’ 

Multimodal treatment for 
ADHD attempts to improve aca- 
demic success, in-school relations, 
and out-of-school support 
through individual accommoda- 
tions and collaboration among 
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school personnel, families, and 
community support systems (in- 
cluding medical professionals). 
Relevance of curriculum, how- 
ever, goes beyond the legal re- 
quirements of individual 
accommodation and into the 
realm of policymaking. The fol- 
lowing sections look at proposed 
changes in curriculum, instruc- 
tion, assessment, and organiza- 
tion and how they relate to 
children with ADHD. 

Curriculum. A curriculum 
that is irrelevant to students' so- 
cial and economic interests has 
been shown to contribute to poor 
performance, dropping out, and 
rebellious behavior. Tobeintrin- 

❖ 

. . . interesting, chal- 
lenging, and meaningful 
experiences are more 
apt to keep children 
with ADHD motivated 
and engaged. 
^ 

sically motivating to any student, 
curricula need to be "interesting, 
challenging, and providing op- 
portunities for initiative and cre- 
ative effort."^’ Many observers 
echo these sentiments regarding 
children with ADHD. Barkley^ 
says that interesting, challenging, 
and meaningful experiences are 
more apt to keep children with 
ADHD motivated and engaged. 
Since students with ADHD func- 
tion in the realm of the immedi- 
ate, he says, they may not work 
for delayed rewards such as 
grades: the reward must be in 
the task itself.^’ 

Weaver says that offering chil- 
dren with ADHD "meaningful 
learning experiences" helps them 
focus and concentrate."’^ Her re- 



search has shown that children 
with ADHD respond well to a 
meaningful, whole-language cur- 
riculum that "offers . . . choice 
and ownership, and that supports 
learners in taking more responsi- 
bility for their own learning and 
their behavior." She then sup- 
plies organizational and other 
support to individual students as 
needed. 

Kohn” favors a constructivist, 
student-centered curriculum that 
allows students to choose alter- 
native assignments, connects 
learning to real-life experiences, 
and embeds less interesting tasks 
in more appealing activities. A 
curriculum that emphasizes col- 
laboration, content, and choice, 
he says, internally motivates stu- 
dents to learn and reduces the 
need for rewards and punish- 
ments to stimulate interest and 
control behavior. 

* Collaboration promotes learn- 
ing through active interaction 
with information and other 
people. An increasingly popu- 

" “ lar form of classroom collabo- 
ration — cooperative 
learning — has been shown to 
engage students and increase 
achievement. Experts’*’^'^^ rec- 
ommend cooperative learning 
for students with ADHD. 

• Content, in Kohn's discussion, 
includes both what is taught 
and how it is taught. Kohn 
believes that many school 
tasks are "not worth doing" 
because they overemphasize 
rote memorization, discourage 
creativity, and fragment infor- 
mation. This combination can 
be disastrous for children with 
ADHD, who, because of their 
biologically driven need for 
stimulation, have little toler- 
ance for boredom. Instead, 
he supports a curriculum that 
relates topics to students' lives 
and concerns, involves chil- 
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dren through inquiry and 
meaningful experiences, and 
teaches responsibility and 
problem-solving through real- 
life applications. 

• Choice, or self-determination, 
is critically linked to motiva- 
tion. Kohn, like Weaver, ad- 
vocates involving children in 
substantial decisions about 
their learning, from a choice 
of reading and writing assign- 
ments to alternative ways to 
demoristrate learning. 

To promote interest and in- 
crease the social and economic 
relevance of curricula, policy- 
makers have proposed incorpo- 
rating real-world experiences into 
the curriculum, integrating voca- 
tional and academic instruction, 
and developing school-to-work 
programs and apprenticeships.^' 

Instruction. Research has 
shown that instructional strate- 
gies from the effective-teaching 
literature benefit children with 
ADHD in regular education class- 
rooms. These include preview- 
ing the lesson, providing direct 
instruction, connecting informa- 
tion to students' prior knowledge 
and personal experience, check- 
ing for understanding, and pre- 
paring students for transitions to 
the next activity.^^ 

Studies have also found that 
task stimulation — adding stimu- 
lation to instruction, rather than 
reducing it — can improve perfor- 
mance and behavior in children 
with ADHD.“ To help improve 
cognitive outcomes, Zentall^® 
recommends that teachers add 
novelty, stimulation, and activity 
to teaching materials and meth- 
ods. Methods include active 
learning and high response op- 
portunities — ^building more ver- 
bal response and motor activity 
into academic tasks (e.g., group 
work, choral responding, flip 
cards, talking), and adding color 



O 




to instructional materials (e.g., 
colored notebook paper or col- 
ored print), especially for rote 
tasks. 

Computer instruction, espe- 
cially games without excessive 
animation, has been shown to in- 
crease attention in students with 
ADHD.^^ Computers also allow 
individuals to work at their own 
rates and levels, provide imme- 
diate feedback, and help develop 
problem-solving skills. Word 
processing programs with spell 
checks accommodate students 

❖ 

Research has shown 
that instructional 
strategies from the ef- 
fective-teaching litera- 
ture benefit children 
with ADHD in regular 
education classrooms. 
— ♦ 

who have difficulty with writing 
and spelling. 

Finally, experts recommend 
instructional strategies that draw 
on children's strengths rather 
than emphasizing their weak- 
nesses. ZentalP^ has found that 
children with ADHD are "learn 
by doing, trial and error learn- 
ers" who will work "to get some- 
thing (stimulating, active, novel)" 
or "to get out of or away from 
something (repetitious, boring)." 

Some strategies or theories that 
help schools identify and address 
students' areas of strength in- 
clude learning styles,^ multiple 
intelligences,^^ and human dy- 
namics.“ 

Assessment. Disabilities can 
penalize children with ADHD on 
tests and cause poor performance. 
Impulsivity causes errors on mul- 



tiple-choice items,® memory prob- 
lems impede retention of factual 
information, impairment of ex- 
ecutive function interferes with 
essay writing, and hand-writing 
difficulties consume limited time. 
Authentic or alternative assess- 
ments that allow students to 
"demonstrate what they have 
learned rather than how well they 
take a test"^' may provide educa- 
tors and policymakers with 
clearer information about the ef- 
fectiveness of both individual ac- 
commodations and changes in 
school environments. 

Many state and federal agen- 
cies and professional organiza- 
tions are developing assessment 
measures tied to new content- 
area standards and curriculum 
frameworks. Due to concerns 
that schools often exempt spe- 
cial education students from 
state-level assessments — leav- 
ing policy-makers little data for 
measuring their progress to- 
ward education goals or deter- 
mining accountability — the 
National Center on Education 
Outcomes has recommended 
that state and federal agencies 
develop guidelines for includ- 
ing these students in assess- 
ments and "develop and study 
. . . modifications, accommoda- 
tions, and alternatives" that will 
allow them to participate.^’ Eli- 
gible students with ADHD are 
currently provided modifica- 
tions such as extra time, sepa- 
rate testing areas, and the use of 
calculators on college entrance 
and General Equivalency Di- 
ploma (GED) examinations. 

Organization. Part of the mis- 
fit between schools and at-risk 
children may result from mixing 
economics and education — ^using 
free market values of competition 
and survival of the fittest (or 
"smartest")^ to achieve the mu- 
tually exclusive goal of universal 
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excellence. As in many Olympic 
events, classroom time is one vari- 
able that separates the winners 
from the losers. 

As the National Education 
Commission on Time and Learn- 
ings^ reports, time "governs how 
material is presented to students 
and the opportunity they have to 
comprehend and master it," so 
that "the boundaries of student 
growth are defined by schedules 
for bells, buses, and vacations in- 
stead of standards for students 
and learning." The Commission 
believes that "fixing [this] design 
flaw" opens the door for needed 
reforms: accommodating young 
children at different levels of 
readiness; radically changing 
teaching and learning by encour- 
aging practices like block sched- 
uling, team teaching, and 
integrating disciplines; ending the 
practice of grouping children by 
age; adjusting classrooms to meet 
the individual student's needs 
and learning styles — "offering 
more frequent breaks, providing 
mpre opportunities for hands-on 
learning, encouraging group 
work"; and allowing more indi- 
vidualized instruction. 

Research shows that schools' 
scheduling practices affect stu- 
dents' attention and activity lev- 
els. Children's ability to remain 
on task and their need for breaks 
naturally varies according to age 
and developmental level. Orga- 
nizing instruction and breaks 
around students' developmental 
needs could help maximize con- 
centration, reduce inappropriate 
activity, and improve time on task 
for all children, including those 
with ADHD.'^ 

Lack of time in school also lim- 
its teachers' opportunities for 
planning, collaboration with oth- 
ers — including peers, parents, 
and support personnel — and staff 
development. Multimodal treat- 
ment for students with ADHD 



requires that teachers have this 
extra time within the school day, 
yet in reality, few do. 

Organizational constraints in- 
fluence other decisions about 
teaching and learning that ad- 
versely affect children with 
ADHD. For instance, class size 
may help determine choice of 
teaching methods and learning 
activities, as anyone brave 
enough to do anything with 25- 
30 children can imagine. Under- 
standably, teachers may choose 
to assign independent seat work 
rather than attempt collaborative, 
hand-on activities. They make 

❖ 

Collaboration and 
consistency among 
teachers especially 
benefit students with 
ADHD, who function 
best with routine, 
structure, and consis- 
tent expectations. 
❖ 

this choice as much for manage- 
ment and crowd control as for 
educational benefit, of course, but 
a preponderance of seat work ex- 
acerbates the symptoms of stu- 
dents with ADHD and does little 
to promote genuine learning for 
anyone. 

Policymakers have proposed 
new organizational strategies to 
increase support for at-risk stu- 
dents. To combat impersonaliza- 
tion at the secondary level caused 
by large schools and frequent 
class changes, they have created 
smaller academic units within 
large schools ("schools within 
schools") and interdisciplinary 
teacher teams. These strategies 
allow teachers and students to get 
to know each other and help 



teachers collaborate to address in- 
dividual student problems. Col- 
laboration and consistency 
among teachers especially ben- 
efit students with ADHD, who 
function best with routine, struc- 
ture, and consistent expectations. 

Monitoring Performance 
Because educators and 
policymakers must forge ahead 
to improve education outcomes 
for all students, including those 
with ADHD, they must carefully 
monitor student progress and 
evaluate whether programs and 
policies yield desired results. A 
school environment that nurtures 
the growth and development of 
children with ADHD would, at 
the very least, decrease dropout, 
suspension, expulsion, failure, 
and retention rates; and increase 
enrollment in college and 
postsecondary training programs 
in this population. 

❖ 

Questions for 
Consideration 

To build nurturing environ- 
ments for children with ADHD 
and other at-risk students, 
policymakers and educators may 
want to ask the following ques- 
tions: 

• Does instruction draw on stu- 
dents' strengths or focus on 
weaknesses? 

• Does the curriculum interest, 
challenge, and engage stu- 
dents? 

• Is the curriculum relevant to 
students' social and economic 
needs? 

• Do classroom assessment in- 
struments penalize children 
with disabilities or measure 
what they know? 

• Do children with ADHD par- 
ticipate in state assessment 



measures? Do schools provide 
accommodations that allow 
them to participate? 

• Do school schedules and cal- 
endars take precedence over 
students' individual develop- 
mental and learning needs? 

• Do teachers have time to meet 
student needs, collaborate 
with peers, and develop their 
knowledge and expertise? 

• Does short-term efficiency 
(school and class size) matter 
more than long-term effective- 
ness (learning and growth)? 
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• Do schools aggregate and 
monitor outcome data for stu- 
dents with disabilities (drop- 
out, suspension, expulsion, 
failure, and retention rates; 
and enrollment in college and 
post secondary training)? 

❖ 

Conclusion 

As a nation, we can no longer 
afford to let at-risk children, in- 
cluding those with ADHD, fail in 
school. Their failure not only in- 
creases the risk of "dropping out 
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